Fetoscopy in the assessment of unexplained fetal hydrops.
Pure fetal blood samples, obtained fetoscopically from 30 patients with unexplained fetal hydrops at 16 to 32 weeks gestation were investigated for cytogenetic, haematological, biochemical and virological properties. In two patients with oligohydramnios, the fetoscope was introduced transabdominally into the fetal peritoneal cavity and sampling was undertaken from the intra-abdominal portion of the umbilical vein; in all the other patients an umbilical cord vessel was sampled. Ten (33%) of the fetuses had chromosomal abnormalities, one an erythroblastic process, possibly erythroleukaemia, one alpha-thalassaemia and one cytomegalovirus infection. Blood-film abnormalities were seen in 23 (88%) of 26 fetuses that had this examination. Biochemical analysis of fetal plasma was undertaken in 18 fetuses and hypoproteinaemia was found in all cases. One fetus was subsequently found to have a paroxysmal tachyarrhythmia that responded to digitilization. Three (10%) of the fetuses survived.